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Why not 
ordain women? 


Sue Flockton 


In these days of ‘Women’s Lib’ one debate which 
has varied in intensity throughout the last forty years, 
takes on a new impetus. The position of women in 
western society has changed and is still undergoing 
change. Women are entering the professions at a hitherto 
unprecedented rate, and the demand is heard time and 
time again that they should be free to enter all walks 
of life on an equal basis with men. Part of this demand 

— made by people both inside and outside the church 

— is that women should be permitted to enter the 
priesthood. 

This demand is one to which we should accord 
careful thought. It is also a demand which we need to 
approach with great care in order to ensure that we 
are not merely jumping onto the bandwagon of ‘equality 
for women.’ We must beware of being influenced by 
those outside the church whose sole aim is to see 
women given equal opportunities in all professions — 
an aim laudable in itself, but one which ignores the 
uniqueness of the priesthood. 
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What then of those within the church who tell 
us that there are no good reasons why women should 
not become priests, and many why they should? These 
people suggest that at the root of the church’s refusal 
to ordain women to the priesthood lies prejudice. We 
are told that Christ’s failure to ordain women — to j 
have them among the twelve — does not mean that he 1 
wanted them excluded for ever; that Paul’s statement 
in 1 Corinthians on which the church’s teaching has 
been based, was addressed only to the Corinthians and 
was not meant to be obeyed by the whole church; that 1 
in any case Paul was influenced against women having 
any part to play in worship by his Hebrew training. 
Finally it is suggested that the church held on to this 
teaching because of the belief of the scholastic theo- j 
logians of the middle ages that males are supreme and 
females subject to them ! Side by side with these criti¬ 
cisms are put such arguments as the great need at the 
present time for more people to enter the priesthood, ! 
and the existence throughout the first Christian cent¬ 
uries of an order of deaconesses. 

- 

What are we to think of these ideas ? Are we to , 
throw overboard two thousand years of tradition and j 
start ordaining women to the priesthood ? Or are we 
right in holding to our beliefs ? It would seem that 
those who want the church to relinquish these beliefs 
would need to produce a great deal more evidence than 
they have so far done, for none of their reasons seem 
persuasive enough to be a basis for the demand for the j 
ordination of women. 
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First, it seems most unlikely that such a tradition 
would have either begun or survived in the church 
solely because of prejudice. If Christ had wanted women 
to be priests, would he not have done something about 
it ? Surely we cannot claim that Christ was prejudiced i 
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against women when he was the founder of a revolution¬ 
ary religion, and was forever defying social conventions 
— particularly in the close friendships which he had 
with a number of women, at a time when most Jewish 
men had little to do with women other than their 
wives. Can it really be suggested that if he had wanted 
women to be of the Twelve he would have been un¬ 
able to do so because of contemporary attitudes? 

And what of S. Paul ? Was he the great woman- 
hater so often described ? Was he merely trying to pre¬ 
vent the Corinthians from turning the worship of Christ 
into something similar to their worship of the goddess 
Aphrodite ? Or was he stating an eternal truth which 
he knew to have come from Christ? Again it seems un¬ 
fair to suggest that a man who could write “there is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 
there is neither male nor female” would not be able to 
admit of the possibility of female ordination if he 
knew it to be permissable? 

It must also be remembered that Paul was not the 
only New Testament writer to speak against women 
taking a lead in church services. The author of the first 
letter to Timothy also passed on this information, as 
did the early church fathers, who spent some time 
criticising various breakaway groups who allowed 
women to become priests. 


Above all it would be wrong to deny the truth 
of a belief because we dislike people’s reasons for 
holding that belief; i.e. we cannot say that this tradition 
which has been passed on for centuries is invalidated 
just because people like Thomas Aquinas maintained 
that women could not be priests because they were 
inferior. Far more important is the statement made 



by another scholastic (Soto) that the church would 
not have presumed of its own accord to deprive 
women of the right to be ordained. And here it might 
also be mentioned that when the Reformers of the 
sixteenth century were removing so much of what they 
thought to be unnecessary paraphernalia of religion, 
they stood firmly by the church’s teaching on women 
and the priesthood. 

Much more evidence is needed than that put for¬ 
ward by those who wish to see women in the priest¬ 
hood before the church abandons the tradition based 
on the above facts. Especially these people need to 
be reminded of the belief of the church that tradition 
does reflect the guidance of the Holy Spirit through¬ 
out the ages, and that it is not purely an invention of 
prejudiced males. 

In addition to these theological factors there are 
a number of other points which need taking into con¬ 
sideration. First we should think seriously about the 
effect such a measure would have on the church today. 
Would the admission of women to the priesthood have 
the desired effect of increasing the number of priests, 
or would it do just the opposite ? Would it in fact 
create a similar state of affairs to that in Sweden where 
there are far more men who have resigned from their 
livings, and ordinands who have given up their training, 
than there are women who have become priests because 
of the controversy the measure has caused. 

Secondly, it should be pointed oyt that although 
the early church knew and used an order of deaconesses, 
this order does not provide us with a precedent for 
ordaining women to the priesthood, for there is no 
evidence that the part played by the deaconesses was 
ever that of a deacon in the liturgy. Rather they 
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carried on the social work of the church and helped 
with the instruction of those wishing to become 
Christians. They were expressly forbidden to interfere 
in any liturgical rites — except in the anointing of 
women at baptism or of women who were sick - and 
this was for the sake of propriety. 

Another factor of importance is the effect this 
might have on relationships between the Anglican and 
the Roman and Orthodox churches, at a time when 
unity is an important question. Such a step must 
cause a greater breach than now exists between our¬ 
selves and the other great churches of Christendom; 
and at a time when the percentage of Christians in 
the world is getting smaller, we must do everything 
in our power to maintain all possible links. 

Finally there is the sex of women to consider. 
This does not mean that , as some writers have main¬ 
tained, women cannot be priests because their presence 
in the sanctuary would prevent others from worshipping 
properly. No doubt people would soon grow accus¬ 
tomed to this. But it presents numerous practical 
problems. Are we to ask women to take vows of celi¬ 
bacy, not demanded of men ! Or do we lay down an 
age under which women cannot be ordained: or do 
they have to retire intermittently from their parishes 
to have their families? 

These considerations, together with the theo¬ 
logical points already considered, suggest that there is 
little in the arguments of those who want to see women 
in the priesthood to prove their case — whether this be 
that women are kept out by prejudice, or that women 
must be allowed in to help with the spread and maint¬ 
enance of Christianity. 
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